THE  MATERIALIST  CONCEPTION   OF  HISTORY
p. 247, Labriola reveals his secret reason : " he who
wishes to trace back the secondary products, like art and
religion, to the social conditions, of which they give but
an idealised image, would first need to be conversant
with that particular social psychology in which the
transformation takes place. This will take a long time."
There we have it. It seems that to this day nobody has
had time enough for this initiation, not even Labriola him-
self. , And his assurance that if only one expended the
necessary time one would " at once understand the essence
of Egyptian art, of Greek thought, and of the spirit of the
Renaissance", offers no solace for the fact that he either
cannot give us the clue or does not want to give it.1
The relation between economic conditions and what
Marx calls the economic superstructure resembles that
between the soil and the plants, growing on a field that
we see for the first time. We know that the plants sprang
from the soil and that if there was no soil there would be
no plants, but we do not know who sowed them, nor
where the seeds came from, nor do we know just why
these plants grew here and none other. Yet we may say
from long experience that many causes beside the soil
had to co-operate to make these plants grow.
1 Marx himself says in the draft mentioned on pp. 3 and 4 that the art of
a period does not always correspond to the general development. Yet, he
adds, Greek art was based on Greek mythology ; Achilles would be impos-
sible in the age of gunpowder, or Vulcan in that of steam-hammers.
Here, again, it must be said that we clid not need Marx to tell us this.
All art is expression; and obviously the artist can give expression only
to what has made an impression on his mind and not to things unknown
to him. Marx might as well have said that the Greek poets did not write
in English, nor the English in Greek. Moreover, it is not the subject that
matters in art, but the form given to the subject. And we often find very
poor art in times of high social development and wonderful art in primitive
times, because the genesis and development of art is determined by quite
other elements than economic or social development.
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